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Abstract: This paper presents the results of experimental and numerical research activities on
a packed bed sensible thermal energy storage (TES) system. The TES consists of a cylindrical
steel tank filled with small alumina beads and crossed by air used as the heat transfer fluid.
Experimental tests were carried out while varying some operating parameters such as the mass
flow rate, the inlet–outlet temperature thresholds and the aspect ratio (length over diameter).
Numerical simulations were carried out using a one-dimensional model, specifically developed
in the Matlab-Simulink environment and a 2D axisymmetric model based on the ANSYS-Fluent
platform. Both models are based on a two-equation transient approach to calculate fluid and solid
phase temperatures. Thermodynamic properties were considered to be temperature-dependent
and, in the Computational Fluid Dynamics (CFD) model, variable porosity of the bed in the radial
direction, thermal losses and the effective conductivity of the alumina beads were also considered.
The simulation results of both models were compared to the experimental ones, showing good
agreement. The one-dimensional model has the advantage of predicting the axial temperature
distribution with a very low computational cost, but it does not allow calculation of the correct
energy stored when the temperature distribution is strongly influenced by the wall. To overcome this
problem a 2D CFD model was used in this work.
Keywords: thermal energy storage; packed beds; porous media; thermocline; Computational Fluid
Dynamics (CFD); numerical simulation
1. Introduction
TES systems based on packed beds of rocks or other solid materials allow storage of thermal
energy in the form of sensible heat at high temperature as required in many industrial applications.
In concentrating solar power plants (CSP), energy storage has a fundamental role for continuity of
power generation and optimum dispatching management. It can be effectively used to decouple
electricity production and demand, thus meeting random fluctuations in demand and reducing part-load
generation in fossil fuel power plants [1,2]. Moreover, TES can be used in numerous commercial and
industrial applications, often integrated with conventional energy sources such as advanced adiabatic
compressed air energy storage systems (ACAES) [3], thermal-fluid systems [4], gas-cooled nuclear
reactors [5], drying processes [6], catalytic reactors [7] and in residential buildings [8].
There are several methods for storing thermal energy through both physical and chemical
processes [9]: sensible, latent and chemical storage. In each case, a sequential process of charge, storage
and discharge is present, and it needs to be reversible to recover the energy stored. In sensible heat
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storage, heat is stored by increasing the storage medium temperature that can be liquid or solid [10].
In the case of latent heat storage, a phase change of the storage medium occurs [11]. Thermo-chemical
storage is a technique that involves chemical reactions [12]. Although technologies based on latent heat
and chemical energy are considered the most promising, some technological and economic aspects
make sensible heat storage superior [13] and it represents the simplest and least expensive form of
thermal storage [14]. Thermocline TES based on packed beds with air as the heat-transfer fluid has
been shown to have many advantages for industrial applications: applicability in a wide temperature
range, the possibility of using economical storage materials (i.e., stones), direct heat transfer between
working fluid and storage material, and no degradation or chemical instability [15]. In past decades,
random and structured packings were extensively investigated by many researchers and also coupled
with a numerical support. A parametric study to investigate the effect of bed dimensions, fluid flow
rate, particle material and dimension on the thermal behavior of a packed bed up to 550 ◦C was
performed in [16]. Air was used as an HTF and a one-dimensional two-phase model with constant
fluid and solid properties including heat losses from lateral walls was validated. The behavior of a high
temperature rock-bed TES system using air as the HTF, taking into account the effect of its variable
porosity and effective conductivity, was studied in [17]. The authors also found a good agreement
between time-dependent 3D CFD simulation results and experimental data, thus showing the relevance
of heat transfer by radiation, even at relatively low temperature (300–350 ◦C) [18]. A comparison
between experimental data with numerical results in a vessel filled with alumina beads crossed by air
as HTF was carried out, considering the radial temperature gradient negligible [19]. The commercial
CFD Ansys Fluent was used to investigate the effect of radiation heat transfer, mass flow rate and
the void fraction in two different types of porous media: packed bed or honeycombs [20,21]. In this
model, a cylindrical system geometry was assumed and the effect of heat loss from lateral walls for
charging temperatures of 1200 ◦C was evaluated, assuming both fluid and the solid thermophysical
properties to be temperature-independent. Packed bed systems with different HTFs such as molten salt
or thermal oil were also investigated, including a pilot-scale oil/rock thermocline TES system which was
numerically and experimentally studied [22]. A one-dimensional model based on two energy equations
was developed and validated with experimental data for both single and multiple charge/discharge
phases. The same authors used the commercial CFD software Ansys Fluent to compare the experimental
results with numerical 3D simulation results [23]. A parametric investigation on a molten salt thermocline
TES using a transient two-dimensional two-phase model was performed [24]. Other authors studied
the effect of several parameters on TES performance for one charge/discharge cycle with molten salt as
HTF [25]. Recently, the performance of a packed bed storage system with encapsulated phase change
material was investigated using molten salt for CSP applications [26], synthetic oil [27] or gas as HTF [28].
A new TES configuration for CSP applications based on the combination of sensible and latent heat
storage obtained by adding a relatively small amount of encapsulated PCM at the top of a packed bed was
proposed to stabilize outflow temperature during the discharging phase [29]. The packed bed thermal
storage system investigated herein consists of a tank filled with solid alumina beads chosen for their high
heat capacity and stability at high temperatures, crossed by air used as HTF. An accurate experimental
study was carried out to verify the effect of some parameters on thermal behavior. In this work, the
bed aspect ratio and the temperature thresholds at the inlet–outlet sections of the bed were considered.
The results of the experimental tests are here compared with the simulation ones performed with a 1-D
code built in Matlab-Simulink environment and with a 2-D CFD model developed in Ansys Fluent.
In both cases, fluid and solid temperatures were calculated separately through a LTNE two-equation
model. In the 2-D CFD model, a variable porosity in the radial direction and the thermal losses were
taken into consideration.
2. Experimental Setup and Instrumentation
The experimental setup built at the DIMCM of the University of Cagliari has been described in
detail in previous works [30,31]. The TES system consists of an insulated steel tank with a net volume
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of about 0.5 m3 (0.58 m in diameter and 1.8 m in height) filled with commercial small alumina spheres
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Figure 1. Simplified schematic of the test rig.
The experimental setup is an open circuit equipped with a variable speed screw compressor that
blows air, used as HTF, and an electric heater that can heat the HTF up to 300 ◦C. Table 1 shows the
most relevant data for the test rig.
Table 1. Technical data of rig components.
Components Values
Compressor delivere flow 255–940 m3/h, FAD
Electric l heate ax. power 70 k
Maximum air temperature 300 ◦C
Bed height 1.8 m
Bed diameter 0.58 m
Alumina bead diameter 7–9 mm
Alumina bead thermal conductivity (100 ◦C) 30 W/mK
Alumina bead density 3550 kg/m3
Alumina bead heat capacity (100 ◦C) 902 J/kgK
Bed void fraction 0.385–0.395
Tank coating thickness (Mineral wool) 100 mm
The TES can be charged and discharged handling the position of three 3-way valves. The mass
flow rate is evaluated by an orifice plate (Q in Figure 1) and several pressure and temperature
transducers allow control over the whole process. The temperature profile in the storage tank is
detected by nineteen thermocouples placed along the vertical axis (100 mm from each other), and five
more thermocouples ar placed along the radius t a height of about 600 mm from the top of the bed
to investigate the thermal influence of the wall, with a decreasing distance from each other close to
the wall. Finally, 10 more thermocouples give the external wall temperature along the axial direction.
All signals are acquired by a National Instruments Compact DAQ USB chassis and monitored with a
Graphical User Interface developed using LabVIEW software.
The experimental setup is suitable for investigating and evaluating storage system performance
under different operating conditions by varying the mass flow rate, bed aspect ratio, particle dimension
and temperature range during the charging and the discharging phases.
3. Numerical Analysis
In this work, the experimental results are compared with the numerical simulations.
The numerical results were obtained with two different approaches: using a one-dimensional
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model developed in house in Matlab-Simulink environment and CFD software Fluent to simulate
a two-dimensional domain. In both cases, a two-equation transient model was used to compute fluid
and solid temperatures separately. The Matlab model, described in detail in a previous work [31],
allows prediction of the porous bed thermal behavior along the axis of symmetry by considering
a uniform radial temperature distribution. The filler bed was assumed to be isotropic and homogeneous
and the conduction among solid particles was neglected. The Biot number was small enough to
assume a uniform temperature distribution inside the beads. For both phases, thermal properties
are temperature-dependent since they change considerably in the operative temperature range [32].
The fluid flow is considered incompressible while natural convection and radiation are assumed
negligible owing to sufficiently high flow velocity and moderate temperature values [33].
With these assumptions, to correctly calculate the bed behavior in the Matlab-Simulink platform,
a transient, one-dimensional, two-equation model for fluid (1) and solid (2) phases along the axis of


















= hsfαsf (Tf − Ts) (2)
A detailed description of the model, with the expression of the specific surface area αsf and heat
transfer coefficient hsf in Equations (1) and (2), is reported in a previous work [31]. CFD software Fluent
is able to give further information such as bed radial thermal behavior and, in particular, the influence
of the wall tank on it. The geometry includes the porous bed coupled with the wall and the flange.
It is a 2D axisymmetric domain with the bed, set as a fluid domain, having an inner diameter and
height of 0.58 m and 1.8 m respectively. The wall, set as a solid domain, has a thickness of 13 mm.
The domain is discretized with about 30,000 cells including the outer wall of the tank adjacent to the
bed. The computational grid is of the quadrilateral type with a discretization step of 5 mm, while at
the wall the mesh is finer to better represent the sharp variation in porosity close to the wall. The main
assumptions made for the Matlab model are also valid for the CFD model with some additions: in the
2D model, the effects of thermal losses and solid conductivity are taken into account. Furthermore,
the thermal properties of the wall are assumed to be constant and the porosity varies along the radius
with a maximum near the wall. A detailed description of the model was already proposed [34].
Simulations were carried out using the commercial CFD software Ansys Fluent solving the unsteady
Reynolds-Averaged Navier–Stokes (RANS) equations and assuming turbulent flow with a RNG
turbulence model and “enhanced wall treatment” option (the flow behaviour near the wall is resolved
in a finer mesh). A second-order upwind scheme was used for spatial discretization of the convective
fluxes as well as the transient one with a second-order implicit formulation. The conservation equations
of mass, momentum and energy can be reduced to transient two-dimensional axisymmetric form by
taking into account the aforementioned assumptions. The volume-averaged mass equation for the
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Permeability K and inertial coefficient F, used to calculate the pressure drop through the porous
bed, are functions of bed porosity and particle diameter [35]. The local thermal non-equilibrium model
(LTNE) was used to simulate the heat transfer in the porous medium with separate energy equations
for fluid (Equation (5)) and solid phase (Equation (6)), since solid and fluid phases have significantly










u · ∇Tf = ∇ · (keff,f∇Tf) + h α (Ts − Tf) + hwaw (Tw − Tf) (5)
(1− ε) (ρ c)s
∂Ts
∂t
= ∇ · (keff,s∇Ts)− h α (Ts − Tf) (6)
The two parameters h and α are the convective heat transfer coefficient and the specific surface
area respectively. The effective conductivity for solid phase keff,s is calculated by modeling the
contact area between two spheres using Hertzian elastic deformation principles, while effective fluid
conductivity keff,f depends on the Peclet number and bed porosity. The radial porosity variation is also
considered and more details about its formulation and the whole model can be found in [35].
The initial and boundary conditions are defined in accordance with the different phases of charge
and discharge. At the beginning of the charging phase, the temperature along the domain was set
at the minimum value of the process. The inlet air temperature, entering from the top of the bed,
is time-dependent and was assumed equal to the experimental value. Temperature distribution at the
end of the charging phase is used as the initial condition for the following discharge phase in which
flow is reversed and uniform axial velocity at the bottom of the tank is assumed. The temperature of
the porous bed is coupled to that of the wall tank to satisfy temperature distribution continuity and
energy conservation across the interface (Equation (7)).
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Figure 2. Boundary conditions of CFD model (a) charging phase (b) and discharging phase.
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To correctly model the porous medium where the transport process and the heat transfer through
the packed bed occur, it was necessary to implement a mathematical model in user-defined functions
(UDFs). They were used to set the heat transfer coefficient, the pressure losses in the porous bed,
the porosity variation in the radial direction of the bed, the effective thermal conductivity of the fluid
and solid phase as well as for calculating the diffusivity in the solid state. Furthermore, a user-defined
scalar function (UDS) was also used to set the temperature value for the solid material.
4. Experimental Analysis, Results and Discussion
Experimental tests were carried out with variation of the inlet–outlet threshold temperature
and the bed aspect ratio (length over diameter ratio). Each charging phase followed a preliminary
temperature stabilization of the bed by sending the air directly from the compressor to the tank.
As shown in Figure 1 the air flows through valves V1 and V2 and crosses the tank from the bottom to
the top before reaching the atmosphere through the vent. In this way, the porous bed is at a nearly
uniform temperature at the beginning of the charging phase. Before starting this phase, the pipe
connecting the heater to the tank is heated by setting valve V1 so as to link the compressor to the heater
and the air is sent to the vent through valve V3. When the temperature detected by thermocouple TC
(Figure 1) reaches the desired value, valve V3 is actuated to start the charging phase.
During the charging phase, the air crosses the porous bed from top to bottom, gradually heating
the filling material before exiting from the bottom of the tank at a lower temperature. The region at
higher temperature is located in the upper part of the bed, while the region at lower temperature is
located in the lower one. A sharp thermal gradient, the so-called “thermocline”, moves downwards
and splits the upper and lower parts of the bed. Figure 3a shows the temperature profiles along the
axis of the reservoir obtained at different time instants and separated by 1/5 of the overall time of
charge for a flow rate of 0.15 kg/s. Normalized time τ used to identify the different instants of time is
defined as the ratio between the current instant of time and the overall time required for the phase
of charge or discharge. Both the axial position and the temperature are reported in dimensionless




Tmax − Tmin (9)
where Tmax and Tmin are respectively the maximum and the minimum fluid temperature detected
in the porous bed during each test. The experimental results are also compared with the numerical
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Figure 3. (a) Axial temperature distribution at the mass flow rate of 0.15 kg/s during charging
phase (τ = 1 for 4705 s); (b) Axial temperature distribution at the mass flow rate of 0.15 kg/s during
discharging phase (τ = 1 for 1995 s).
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The inlet temperature profile over time in the simulations coincides with the experimental one.
The latter constraint is a necessary condition to obtain a good agreement between numerical and
experimental results, as already demonstrated in a previous work [31]. In this experimental test,
the charging phase ended when the dimensionless air temperature at the outlet section reached
a default value of 0.025. The maximum and the minimum temperatures were 237 ◦C and 38 ◦C,
corresponding to θ = 1 and θ = 0 respectively. On completion of the charging phase, the air flow is
reversed and sent by the compressor to the bottom of the bed at the minimum process temperature,
where it is heated by the solid material before exiting from the top of the bed. The discharging phase,
carried out at the same mass flow rate as the charging phase, was completed when the dimensionless
temperature dropped below the default value of 0.975 at the top of the bed. Figure 3b shows the
temperature distributions along the bed at time intervals of 1/5 of the overall discharge time both for
experimental investigations and numerical simulations. The starting discharging phase temperature
distribution of the bed is equal to the temperature distribution at the end of the charging phase.
The area between the final and initial discharging phase temperature distributions is representative
of the useful energy recovered during the first charge/discharge cycle. Most of the bed is clearly not
exploited and the presence of the temperature constraints avoids recovery of all the charged energy.
Figure 4a shows the radial temperature distribution during the charging phase and highlights the
influence of the thermal inertia of the wall. The temperature distribution along the radius is initially
almost constant and equal to the minimum value. The temperature gradually increases more quickly at
the center of the bed than it does near the wall. The influence of the wall extends up to about 35%–40%
of the radius at the end of the charging phase.
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Figure 4. (a) Radial temperature distribution with mass flow rate of 0.15 kg/s during charging phase;
(b) Radial temperature distribution with mass flow rate of 0.15 kg/s during discharging phase.
During the discharge phase, the temperature drops more quickly along the axis than near the
wall, owing to its high thermal inertia. In this case, the radial temperature is affected up to 40% of the
radius (Figure 4b). In Figure 4 the experimental results are also compared with the numerical ones
obtained only with the CFD software Fluent because the one-dimensional model is unable to predict
bed temperature in the radial direction.
The temperature distribution along the outer wall of the tank is shown in Figure 5a for the
charging phase and in Figure 5b for the discharging phase. Experimental results are again compared
to the numerical ones and show a fairly good agreement. During the discharging phase, the wall
temperature distribution shows a very slight variation owing to its high thermal inertia (Figure 5b).
Figure 6 reports the contour plots of the temperature distribution inside the porous bed, including the
wall and the flange, at different normalized times τ. Owing to the axisymmetric configuration of the
model, only half of the bed between the axis and the wall of the tank is represented.















temperature values  of  0.01,  0.1,  0.2  and  0.3 with  a mass  flow  rate  of  0.08  kg/s. As  expected,  on 
increasing the outlet flow temperature, the energy that can be stored in the bed also increases, while 
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charge  continues  beyond  the  condition  of  θ  =  0.01, which  corresponds  to  τ  =  1.  For  a  correct 
comparison, Figure 7 also shows  the  results of numerical simulations  that  refer  to  the same  time 
instants as in the experimental results. 


















































Figure 5. (a) Wall temperature distribution for a mass flow rate of 0.15 kg/s during charging phase;
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Figure 6. Fluid temperature contour plots in the porous bed. 
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Fig re 6. Fl i te erat re co to r lots i t e oro s be .
The scale temperature begins from a value below zero because the maximum and inimum
temperatures refer to values detected along the axis, but lower values were detected in some parts of
the domain.
Tank storage capacity can be improved by increasing threshold tolerance. This solution is clearly
dependent on the temperature threshold which can be set by the user. Figure 7a,b show respectively
the temperature distribution along the bed axis and in the radial direction for the dimensionless
outlet temperature values of 0.01, 0.1, 0.2 and 0.3 with a mass flow rate of 0.08 kg/s. As expected,
on increasing the outlet flow temperature, the energy that can be stored in the bed also increases,
while the temperature distribution along the monitored radius does not change appreciably, even
when the charge continues beyond the condition of θ = 0.01, which corresponds to τ = 1. For a correct
comparison, Figure 7 also shows the results of numerical simulations that refer to the same time
instants as in the experimental results.
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Figure 7. Fluid temperature profiles for different outlet temperatures with a mass flow rate of 0.08 kg/s
(τ = 1 for 8760 s); (a) Axial temperature profiles (b) Radial temperature profiles.
Equation 10 gives the energy stored as computed in this paper. As shown in Figure 8a, the energy
stored in the bed calculated with the one-dimensional model and with experimental results, is always
significantly greater than that calculated with the 2D model in Fluent. This is due to the non-uniform
temperature distribution along the radius. In fact, although the result obtained with the 1D model is in
good agreement with the experimental one, both are based only on the values of the axial distribution
of temperature but neglect the non-uniformity of temperature in the radial direction. Therefore, even if
the 1D models can be confidently used with this type of TES systems, they cannot correctly predict the
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Figure 8. (a) Stored energy over maximum storable in % (Due to the radial temperature profile, the
prediction of stored energy is overestimated when 1D model or experimental results are used); (b) Gain
of stored energy for different values of θ at the outlet.
Furthermore, as reported in Figure 8b, when the temperature constraint at the outlet of the bed
is re oved, there is a gain in stored energy f about 30% for the one-dimensi nal model and up to
nearly 50% for the 2D CFD model when θ = 0.3. I fact, the one- imensional model cannot give
Energies 2016, 9, 758 10 of 13
information on radial temperature distribution and experimental results are not sufficient to obtain
reliable results concerning the energy stored (an only one radius in the particle bed was instrumented).
The 2-D simulation takes into account the presence of the wall and the corresponding temperature
gradient along the radius, thus there is less energy stored. The temperature maps obtained from
the 2-D simulations are shown in Figure 9 for different instants of time. At normalized time τ = 1.0,
the dimensionless temperature θ at the exit of the bed is 0.01, while at τ = 1.16, 1.27 and 1.35 it is
respectively 0.1, 0.2 and 0.3. As the temperature at the bottom of the bed increases, a greater portion of
the bed rises to a higher temperature, which is indicative of a larger amount of energy stored.
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Figure 9. Temperature contour plots of the porous bed at different intervals of the overall time of
charge up to θ = 0.3.
Figure 10a shows the dimensionless wall temperature at the instants of time corresponding to θ of
0.1, 0.2 and 0.3 at the outlet of the bed. The influence of the wall remains unchanged with the progress
of charging beyond the value of θ = 0.01 detected at the outlet section. In the upper part of the wall,
which is not insulated, the temperature stabilizes at a certain point owing to thermal losses towards
the outside, while the temperature continues to rise in the rest of the insulated wall.
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Figure 10. (a) Wall temperature distribution for θ up to 0.3 at the outlet section; (b) Influence of aspect
ratio on axial temperature profile.
Results from CFD simulation show good agreement and differences can be justified by the
different initial condition at the wall with respect to xperimen al ones. Another important parameter
that affects the performance in this kind of TES is the pect rati . Figure 10b shows the temperature
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distribution along the bed at the end the charging phase for two threshold values (θ = 0.01 and θ = 0.2).
The aspect ratio influence was evaluated by considering three different heights of the bed during a
charging phase: L = D (AR = 1), L = 2D (AR = 2) and L = 3D (AR = 3). There is a clear advantage in
terms of storing capacity with a higher aspect ratio for both values of θ at the outlet section of the
bed. The energy stored in the packed bed increases when the aspect ratio rises from AR = 1 to AR = 2
by 16% and by 9% from AR = 2 to AR = 3. For the condition θ = 0.2, the influence of aspect ratio on
the increase of energy stored is lower. Energy increase of about 7% when the aspect ratio rises from
AR = 1 to AR = 2 and 4% when the aspect ratio increases from AR = 2 to AR = 3. Finally, numerical
simulations show a good agreement with experimental ones for both the outlet values of θ and confirm
better results at the higher aspect ratio.
5. Conclusions
This work presents some results of an experimental investigation of a thermal energy storage
system carried out at the Department of Mechanical, Chemical and Materials Engineering of the
University of Cagliari. The test facility consists of an open circuit with an insulated steel tank filled
with alumina beads that is used as the storage media while hot air is employed as HTF. It allows the
performance of single phases and complete cycles of charge and discharge. All experimental results
were compared with the numerical ones obtained with a 1-D model developed in Matlab-Simulink
environment and with an axisymmetric 2-D model solved with the CFD code Ansys Fluent. In both
cases, a two-equation transient model was implemented to separately calculate the fluid and solid
temperatures. The Matlab model allows calculation of only the axial temperature distribution, while
with the CFD model it is also possible to calculate the radial temperature distribution of the bed,
which is thermally influenced by the wall. To correctly predict the transport process and heat transfer
through the packed bed, a mathematical model was implemented in the UDFs. Temperature-dependent
parameters for fluids and solids were implemented in both models, while the variable porosity in radial
direction, the thermal losses and the solid conductivity were introduced only in the Fluent model and
proved to be decisive in obtaining good agreement with experimental results and thus not negligible.
The influence of some operating conditions and physical characteristics on the system performance
was analyzed. A complete cycle of charge/discharge was initially carried out and highlighted that if
the fluid temperature in the outlet sections is imposed for both phases, it is possible to recover only a
small part of the energy stored during the phase of charge. Other tests demonstrated a better charging
efficiency with higher aspect ratio values. The numerical results obtained with the different simulation
models showed some differences linked to the assumptions used. The one-dimensional model built
in Matlab-Simulink environment has the advantage of requiring a significantly lower amount of
computing resources than the 2-D CFD model. It also provides good results on axial temperature
distribution along the porous bed. The main drawback of this model is linked to its inability to provide
a correct evaluation of the accumulated energy. Although a 2-D model requires greater computational
effort, it allows simulation of the behavior of the whole bed and the proper calculation of the amount
of energy stored by the system compared to the 1D model. Further developments should involve
the analysis of the system under repeated charge and discharge cycles, in order to verify the storage
capacity of the porous bed when operating conditions are closer to the real ones.
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